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VIETNAM: A LOOK AT HANOI'S INTENTIONS 


Summar 


The current phase of Communist military activity in South Vietna 
remains of limited magnitude .compared to the offensives 
of 1968-69 and 1972. But it is at a more intense level than 


that of* the eighteen-month period following the January 
1973 cease fire. This could signify a qualitatively different 
endeavor, marked by an unrelenting continuation of a compara- 
tively high level of violence on a year-round basis. 

In this way the North Vietnamese may hope to break the 
existing stalemate and develop a battlefield momentum to turn 
and keep the balance in their favor. Whereas until June 1974, 
the level of action proved insufficient to undermine the GVN, 

Hanoi may now hope that a sustained step-up in combat will 
achieve the desired results of eroding ARVN unit strength and 
severely weakening morale. 

Hanoi may believe that such a continued medium- intensity 

1 » « ' , 

• t 

offensive would have the further advantage of running little 
risk of provoking US military intervention, and would put little 

i 

strain on its relations with Moscow and Peking. It probably 

t 

also expects US aid to the South to decline in any event 


Communist successes over a six to eighteen-month period, 

1 , 1 r . 

.at ly. : i f accompanied 

toriai and population control, could seriously erode GVN 


by significant improvement in terri 
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strength and leave it highly vulnerable to renewed political 
and military offensives. by 1975 

Hanoi could pursue the coalition track more seriously 

further intensifying and broadening its combat operations. 
By early 1976, it might conclude, perhaps too optimistically, 
that Saigon was so weak as to be ripe for a knockout blow via 
a major offensive designed for maximum shock effect. 


********** 

Hanoi Intensifies Military Activities 

Hanoi evidently has decided that the time is ripe for a 
substantial step-up in its level of military activity. It 
apparently has concluded that it should not hold to 
the pre-June 1974 level of combat, since this did not bring 
political gains in the South, progress in negotiations, or 

adequate results in weakening GVN forces. According to one 

' * 

briefing report, cadres in Quang Nam Province have been told 
that the war has been resumed, with a three— month (August— 
October) fall-winter campaign. 

North Vietnam seems intent on sustaining recently 
intensified main force operations through both dry and 
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rainy seasons, in all sectors of the country if possible. 

Recent operations in Danang and Ben Cat areas were reportedly 

. • 

undertaken to test new combat tactics which, when proven 

successful, would become precursors of future operations 
elsewhere . 

Recent reports indicate that territorial and population 
gains are also high on Hanoi's list of priorities. The Commu~ 
nists not only wish to regain areas lost since the cease fire 


but to go beyond this and push the GVN from rural hinterlands 
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near the urban centers. Despite its acknowledged weaknesses 
in political infrastructure, Hanoi may conclude that it can 
upgrade its capacity to hold, as well as take, populated terri- 
tories, and to keep 'the GVN from getting back in. 

Even if people flee to more secure government-held areas, 
shifts in the balance of land held and seme changes in popula- 
tion control would appreciably benefit the Communists' 



political cause. An increase in the number of refugees would 
add to Saigon's political and economic difficulties. Expanded 
territorial control in settled regions would bring tactical c 

i 

military advantages in further cutting LOCs and roads, and 
the entire development would seriously lower government 
morale. 


More ambitiously , Hanoi may hope to gain gradual control 
over much of the agricultural countryside and to pen the govern- 
ment forces into narrowly held, isolated urban perimeters. 

The Communists would then endeavor to block GVN efforts to 
break out of these areas surrounded by Comminist territorial 
belts. Much of the recent fighting has taken place in populous 
areas, with the Communists making some gains in southern MR I, 
the lowlands of MR II, and the southern delta. 

NVA in t Stronger Military Position 

• , . i k 
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- Hanoi's forces 

in the South have been steadily upgrading their capabilities 

SLCKET/NO FOREIGN DISSEM/CONTROLLED DISSEM 


Declassified 

Pfiotni'niw fmm P V r\rA T iK 





* ' .V’** .'n. • ; 




. S«€JWT/IIQ FOREIGN DISSEM/CONTROLLED DISSEM 


- 5 - 


FOSo\ 

' * <A 

<5 & 

< 2 

A v> 


and may be able to sustain actions of a middle-range magnitude 
over a considerable period of time. The manpower, weapons, 

and supply have all been .appreciably strengthened since the 

— * « 

cease fire, and command arrangements now seem improved. 

As AAA units move further south from the DM2 and eastward 
from the Laos frontier areas, VNAF capabilities have begun to 
suffer reduced effectiveness. Because of the upgrading of 
traditional North-South infiltration routes to motorable high- 
ways and the construction of an in-country route (Route 14), 
the time required to infiltrate troops has been cut by two-thirds, 
bringing about a drop in desertions and health problems. The 
influx of over 20,000 air defense and 30,000 rear services 

personnel since the cease fire attests to progress made in 
these categories. 

In sum, the Communists may be in a relatively stronger 
overall position than a simple comparison of troop strengths 
would indicate . Hanoi may estimate that the damage that such 
a force can inflict by continuing the type of operations 
carried on during this summer, over an extended period of time, 
will be considerably more severe than in the past. 

It may also conclude that the South Vietnamese forces 
have peaked but that its own can be continually upgraded over 

the next year or so, with additional troops, equipment, roads, 
and supply depots . Furthermore, in regular combat troops. 
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(i.e., in infantry regiments), the GVN holds only a relatively 
slight edge over the NVA; the main GVN numerical advantage 
lies in the RF and PF. While about half the RF has been upgraded 
and organized into battalions, and must therefore be considered 
as combat troops capable of offensive actions, most of the RF 

4 

(including battalion formations) remains tied down largely in 
combating VC local forces. 

The NVA by contrast can concentrate its forces and so 
reduce its numerical disadvantage on any given battlefield. 

By further upgrading its mainforce presence in the South, Hanoi 
can bring the two regular armies more evenly into balance. It 
may even have concluded that by doing so it will gain superiority, 
not balance, and that this trend will be expedited by a continue— 

tion of the present type of combat which is causing ARVN consid- 
erable casualties. 

Play on GVN Weaknesses 

‘ i p • • > • • 

In addition to directly reducing the cohesion of RVNAF 
forces and lowering the fighting capacity of the South's main- 
force units, Hanoi would seek to deepen evident GVN weaknesses. 

On the military front, for example, the burden of continued 
combat would intensify existing widespread morale problems 
brought on by inflation and general war-weariness. The NVA 
could target those units hit most hard by corruption, those 
already demonstrating signs of attrition through desertion, 
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and those manifestly suffering from poor leadership. In 
dealing with these as well as other southern weaknesses, much 
depends on how realistic North Vietnam is in identifying 
shortcomings and, beyond that, understanding how to turn these 
to maximum advantage. The past record on these points does 
not demonstrate this to be inevitably the case. 

Continued effective pressure could generate tensions and 

splits within the ruling elite, wear down Thieu's willpower 

• . * - 

4 * 

and generate widening differences between US and GVN perceptions 
of the acuteness of the danger. Even without a strong trend- 
line of victories, Hanoi may conclude that adherence to this 
track will decisively lower South Vietnamese will to resist 
because of the North's inherently greater capacity to replenish 
its manpower. It might, therefore, consider itself on the road 
to eventual success even -if both sides suffer an equal and 
high amount of damage over an extended period of time. 
International Considerations 

Essential to this Hanoi strategy would be a mounting 
isolation of Saigon, perhaps including the withdrawal of the 
ICCS presence. At the very least, it requires a growing 
distance between the US and the GVN, and an absence of Soviet 
and Chinese pressure on North Vietnam to desist. While Hanoi 
would: refrain from raising the level of violence precipitously 
and dramatically for that reason, it might well conclude that 
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the present level of combat would not weaken its links to 

Moscow or Peking. Having thus "conditioned" the outside 

powers to accept a high degree of violence, it would then 

feel able to sustain and even intensify combat operations over 

the next year or so without running the risk of foreign 
pressures*. ^ 

At a minimum, Hanoi wishes to have assurance of a smooth 
inflow of munitions and parts for its modern weapons. We believe 
that present stocks of equipment and supplies are ample to 
launch and continue major actions for some time but our intelli- 
gence does not tell us whether Hanoi. can count on replacement of ma 
hardware items. But there is evidence that they have sent 
ammunition. The NVA would therefore favor carefully selected 
operations utilizing considerable firepower but with minimal 
loss of equipment. Further in-country deployment of AAA would 

protect artillery pieces in forward combat areas against VNAF 
strikes. 

. • ' ’ « 

In addition to military supplies. North Vietnam requires 

considerable economic aid even to sustain a modest war effort 
in the South. Such foreign assistance will become even more 
critical if Hanoi proceeds with a long-term, stepped-up 
campaign. It seems confident of receiving such continued support. 

By contrast, Hanoi also calculates that the amount of 

* 

US aid to the South will at best level off and may actually 
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decline. Combined with the strain of a long military campaign, 
this would tax the already over-burdened South Vietnamese 
economy further and heighten the many security problems 
caused by the inflation. Under these circumstances there 
would also be even less prospect of a South Vietnamese reduction 
in armed strength as a way of reducing inflationary pressures. 
Should the US aid level. . s decline. North Vietnam may 

become certain that it could make impressive strides in 
augmenting its national power relative to South Vietnam, by 
means of increased assistance from its allies. 

Longer-term Prospects 

Hanoi probably estimates that even an augmented campaign 
will not bring the Saigon regime to its knees. However, it 
may hope, through a combination of combat and negotiations, 
to compel Saigon to agree * to a territorial demarcation and a 
tripartite coalition — the two basic political gains with 
which to press for the eventual takeover of the South. 

But it would be imprudent to conclude that Hanoi will 
remain committed to "going by stages" over an extended period 
of time, should adequate results not be forthcoming. It is 
also prone to be optimistic about imponderables — the 
favorable nature of a supposed opportunity, its capacity 
against the enemy, the limited prospects of a US reaction, 
and sustained Soviet and Chinese support. For example, it 
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might conclude that, despite threats from its allies, they 

would not deny it essential weapons in a crisis. 

« 

It is therefore possible that in 1975 or 1976, building 
on some successes achieved over the previous months, Hanoi 
would launch a more intensive, general offensive. We cannot 
at this time project its shape, though it need not follow the 
pattern of- 1968 or 1972. It could -take the form of selective 
heavy attacks, to secure the hinterlands of isolable urban 
centers, with the assults coming from secure bases along well 
developed lines of supply and communications. This could also 


establish the PRG on a more viable political entity inter- 
nationally, while wearing down the GVN politically and militarily 
at home. Clearly, a major attack can follow any of several pcsible 
courses, snd Hanoi may wish to digest the experiences of the next 
stages of combat before it makes its choice. 
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